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The formation of clusters in nuclear matter is investigated, which occurs e.g. in low-energy heavy-
ion collisions or core-collapse supernovae. In astrophysical applications, the excluded volume concept
is commonly used for the description of light clusters. Here we compare a phenomenological ex-
cluded volume approach to two quantum many-body models, the quantum statistical model and the
generalized relativistic mean-field model. All three models contain bound states of nuclei with mass
number A ≤ 4. It is explored to which extent the complex medium effects can be mimicked by the
simpler excluded volume model, regarding the chemical composition and thermodynamic variables.
Furthermore, the role of heavy nuclei and excited states is investigated by use of the excluded vol-
ume model. At temperatures of a few MeV the excluded volume model gives a poor description of
the medium effects on the light clusters, but there the composition is actually dominated by heavy
nuclei. At larger temperatures there is a rather good agreement, whereas some smaller differences
and model dependencies remain.
PACS numbers: 21.65.Mn, 26.50.+x, 21.30.Fe, 25.70.Pq
Keywords: Nuclear matter equation of state, Cluster formation, Supernova simulations, Low-density nuclear
matter, Relativistic mean-field model, Nuclear statistical equilibrium, Excluded volume
I. INTRODUCTION
Clusters in nuclear matter play an important role in various physical systems. Recently, it was shown that the
behavior of the symmetry energy in low-energy heavy-ion collisions can only be explained if the formation of clusters
is consistently taken into account [1]. The appearance of nuclear clusters in matter below saturation density leads to
an increase of the binding energy of symmetric nuclear matter, so that e.g. the symmetry energy gets a finite value
at zero density [2]. Very recently there was another attempt to connect predictions from different equations of state
(EOS) with experimental data from heavy-ion collisions [3].
Also in astrophysical environments the formation of clusters, respectively nuclei, plays a crucial role. In the crust
of cold neutron stars up to 8 × 106 g/cm3 the ground state of matter is given by 56Fe [4], which is the nucleus with
the lowest total energy (i.e. including rest masses) per nucleon. In general, in catalyzed cold neutron stars only heavy
nuclei appear and the fraction of light nuclei like deuterons or alpha particles is vanishingly small. However, this is not
the case for systems at finite temperature. Larger temperatures in general favor the appearance of lighter particles,
due to the increased entropy. In core-collapse supernovae the entropy per baryon typically ranges from 1 to 20 kB
and the temperature ranges from 0 to 50 MeV1. In the shock heated matter there is a significant contribution of light
nuclei, whereas the fraction of heavy nuclei is negligible.
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1 Throughout the article we use natural units, i.e. h¯ = c = kB = 1, where it is appropriate.
2For astrophysical simulations of e.g. core-collapse supernovae or neutron star mergers, equation of state tables are
needed which cover the large domain in baryon number density 10−10 fm−3 < nB < 1 fm
−3, temperature 0 < T < 100
MeV, and proton fraction 0 < Yp < 0.6 (see e.g. Ref. [5]), with a typical resolution summing up to more than one
million grid points. Apart from the non-trivial calculation of such tables, one has to encounter the conceptual challenge
of a consistent model for the EOS which is able to describe the formation of nuclear clusters and heavy nuclei at
low densities as well as the nuclear interactions of uniform nuclear matter at densities above saturation density, with
a smooth transition between the different regimes. Due to these difficulties, at present only a few EOS tables are
available which are suitable for use in simulations of core-collapse supernovae. In most simulations, the EOS of
Lattimer and Swesty (LS) [6] or of H. Shen et al. (STOS) [7, 8] were used. In these two models, besides unbound
nucleons and one representative heavy nucleus, only alpha particles are considered. Furthermore, the dissolution of
the alpha particle at high densities is only modeled by an excluded volume mechanism. Recently, two new EOS tables
were published by G. Shen et al. [9, 10], in which the interaction of alpha particles with the nucleons is described
more realistically by using the virial expansion [11] at low densities. In Ref. [12], Hempel and Schaffner-Bielich (HS)
developed a new EOS model and later calculated new EOS tables which have been used in simulations of core-collapse
supernovae in Ref. [13]. The EOS of HS is based on a nuclear statistical equilibrium model with interactions of the
unbound nucleons and excluded volume effects for the nuclei. Important for our purposes here, it also contains all
possible light nuclei.
In the simulations of Ref. [13] it was found, in comparison with the LS and STOS EOS, that the alpha particle only
poorly describes the entire distribution of all possible light clusters. Especially deuterons and tritons appear with
large abundances in the shock heated matter behind the standing bounce shock and can even surmount the alpha-
particle fraction. Similar results were found in the study of Sumiyoshi and Ro¨pke [14] before, where light nuclei were
included in a core-collapse supernova simulation based on the quantum statistical model of Ro¨pke [15], but only in
post-processing of the simulation data. These two studies, and many other theoretical investigations [2, 16–18], show
that additional light nuclei appear with large abundances in supernova matter. There is also experimental evidence for
this statement: in the previously mentioned heavy-ion experiment similar conditions as in a core-collapse supernova
are obtained, and the experimental results cannot be explained without taking light clusters into consideration.
However, there are no simulations of core-collapse supernovae, which consistently take into account all light clusters
in the EOS and their interaction with leptons in weak reactions. There exist some interesting exploratory studies. In
Ref. [17] the influence of light nuclei on neutrino-driven supernova outflows was investigated and a significant change
in the energy of the emitted antineutrinos was found. As another example, in Ref. [16] it was shown, that mass-three
nuclei contribute significantly to the neutrino energy loss for T ≥ 4 MeV. In the simulations with the EOS of HS [13],
weak reactions on the additional light nuclei were described in a simplified way by treating them as alpha particles.
The authors of this study conclude that the presence of additional light nuclei might contribute to the neutrino heating
in the early post-bounce phase, whereas in the later evolution the effect on cooling might be more important. Still,
the question remains to be answered how important the effect of the light cluster distribution will be on the supernova
dynamics.
In the present article we compare the statistical excluded volume model (ExV) of HS [12] with two different quantum
many-body models, which also include the bound states of light nuclei, the generalized relativistic mean-field (gRMF)
model of Typel et al. [2], and the quantum statistical (QS) model of Ro¨pke [15, 19]. The two quantum many-body
models give a detailed description of the medium effects on light nuclei. On the other hand, it is much more demanding
to include heavy nuclei in the quantum many-body models than in the excluded volume description. This is necessary
if one wants to cover the aforementioned parameter range relevant for core-collapse supernova simulations. So far
this has been done only for selected thermodynamic conditions by use of the single nucleus approximation [2]. In
this approach the full distribution of heavy nuclei is replaced by a single representative nucleus. For the ExV model,
EOS tables are already available online, which include the full distribution of light and heavy nuclei, and cover a
broad range in density, temperature, and asymmetry.2 Here, we want to judge the reliability of the excluded volume
approach which is also used in many other EOS models and astrophysical applications and want to see to what extent
it can mimic the medium effects of a more microscopic quantum statistical description. We will discuss results for
symmetric nuclear matter at a given temperature T . Thus the state of the system is defined by (T, nB, Yp), with the
baryon number density being nB and the total proton fraction Yp = 0.5. In the comparison of the different models
we also want to identify the parameter range where heavy nuclei give the dominant contribution to the composition.
Furthermore, we will also address the role of excited states of hot nuclei. The article is structured as follows. In
Sec. II we briefly present the excluded volume model, and in Sec. III we present the quantum many-body models. In
Sec. IV we will compare the results of the three different approaches, before we conclude in Sec. V.
2 See http://phys-merger.physik.unibas.ch/~hempel/eos.html.
3II. EXCLUDED VOLUME MODEL
The ExV model consists of an ensemble of nucleons and nuclei in nuclear statistical equilibrium, where interactions
between the nucleons and excluded volume corrections for the nuclei are implemented. Here we will only give a brief
summary of this model; all details can be found in Ref. [12]. For the unbound interacting nucleons (neutrons and
protons) a density-dependent relativistic mean-field (RMF) model [20] is applied. Its Lagrangian is based on the
exchange of the isoscalar-scalar σ, the isoscalar-vector ω and the isovector-vector ρ mesons between nucleons. The
coupling strengths are assumed to be density dependent. The free parameters of the Lagrangian, the masses of the
mesons and the parameters of the couplings, have to be determined by fits to experimental data. Here we apply
the parameter set DD2 [2] in order to use the same approach for the nucleons as the QS and gRMF model in the
comparison of the results. The parametrization is based on the same nuclear input as the parameter set DD [20],
but experimental nucleon masses are used. Previous tabulations of the ExV model were based on different RMF
parameter sets with nonlinear self-interactions of the mesons.
In the ExV model nuclei are treated as non-relativistic classical particles with Maxwell-Boltzmann statistics. We
preferably use experimentally measured masses for the description of nuclei. For that we take the nuclear data from
the atomic mass table 2003 from Audi et al. [21] whenever possible. For nuclei with an experimentally unknown mass
we use the results of the finite-range droplet model (FRDM) in the form of a nuclear mass table [22]. Nuclei behind
the neutron drip line are not considered. Below we will show results for two different cases: first, if only the most
important light clusters with mass number A ≤ 4 are considered, and then, if all nuclei with available binding energies
are taken into account.
For the screening of the Coulomb field of the nuclei by the background of electrons we use the most basic approxi-
mation: each nucleus with mass number A and charge number Z is placed in the center of a spherical Wigner-Seitz
(WS) cell with uniform electron density. This leads to the Coulomb correction of the energy of the nucleus:
ECoulA,Z = −
3
5
Z2α
RA
(
3
2
x−
1
2
x3
)
, x =
(
nB
2n0B
A
Z
)1/3
(1)
where RA is the radius of the nucleus with mass number A. Here it is assumed that nuclei are uniformly charged
spheres at saturation density n0B = 0.149 fm
−3, the value of the DD2 parametrization [2], so that RA = (3A/4πn
0
B)
1/3.
More elaborated approaches for the Coulomb energy of a multi-component plasma at finite temperature can, e.g., be
found in Refs. [23–25]. However, the Coulomb energy becomes only important for heavy nuclei at low temperatures,
which is not the main subject of the present investigation. We will even neglect the Coulomb energy for the cases
where we only consider the light nuclei with A ≤ 4.
To take into account excited states of the nuclei, we use a temperature-dependent degeneracy function, i.e. an
internal partition function, gAZ(T ). It represents the sum over all excited states of a hot nucleus. We choose the
simple semi-empirical expression from Ref. [26]:
gAZ(T ) = g
0
AZ +
0.2
A5/3MeV
∫ Emax
0
dE∗e−E
∗/T exp
(√
2a(A)E∗
)
, a(A) =
A
8
(1− 0.8A−1/3) MeV−1 (2)
with g0AZ denoting the spin degeneracy of the ground state. For the maximal excitation energy Emax we choose
the binding energy of the nucleus (see Ref. [27]). This means we only consider excited states which are still bound.
Later we will show results for two cases: Either we consider only the ground-state spin degeneracy or we apply the
temperature-dependent internal partition function. We did not include any experimentally known states, because
the coverage is rather incomplete and we preferred to have a uniform description for all nuclei. We checked that the
results did not change significantly if only the known excited states were used for the light nuclei.
In our description we distinguish between nuclei and the surrounding interacting nucleons, and we still have to
specify how the system is composed of the different particles. Let us denote the number density of neutrons and
protons by nn and np, respectively, and of the nucleus (A,Z) by nA,Z. Thus here and in the following we require
A ≥ 2. The total baryon number density and the total proton number density are then given by:
nB = nn + np +
∑
A,Z
A nA,Z , (3)
nBYp = np +
∑
A,Z
ZnA,Z . (4)
For nuclei we will apply the following phenomenological description: All baryons (nucleons in nuclei or unbound
nucleons) are treated as hard spheres with the volume 1/n0B so that the nuclei are uniform hard spheres at saturation
4density of volume VA = A/n
0
B. Next, a nucleus must not overlap with any other baryon (nuclei or unbound nucleons).
Thus the volume in which the nuclei can move is not the total volume of the system, but only the volume which is
not filled by baryons. With these assumptions the free volume fraction is given by:
κ = 1− nB/n
0
B . (5)
For the unbound nucleons we use a different description, because the interactions among them are already included
in the RMF model. For unbound nucleons we only assume that they are not allowed to be situated inside of nuclei.
Therefore we introduce the volume fraction which is not filled by nuclei, i.e. the filling factor of the nucleons:
ξ = 1−
∑
A,Z
A nA,Z/n
0
B . (6)
Next we introduce the number densities of nucleons outside of nuclei, n′n and n
′
p, i.e. the number of neutrons and
protons, respectively, per volume which is not filled by nuclei. They are related to the densities nn and np which are
given by the number of neutrons and protons, respectively, per total volume by:
n′n = nn/ξ
n′p = np/ξ . (7)
With these assumptions one derives the following free-energy density:
f =
∑
A,Z
f0A,Z(T, nA,Z) +
∑
A,Z
nA,ZE
Coul
A,Z + ξf
0
nuc(T, n
′
n, n
′
p)− T
∑
A,Z
nA,Z ln(κ) . (8)
The local number densities n′n and n
′
p set the RMF contribution of the nucleons f
0
nuc, which is weighted with their
filling factor ξ. This weighting can be expected, as the free energy is an extensive quantity. The first term in Eq. (8)
f0A,Z = nA,Z
{
MA,Z − T − T ln
[
gA,Z(T )
nA,Z
(
MA,ZT
2π
)3/2]}
(9)
is the ideal gas expression for the free-energy density of the nuclei. The Coulomb free energy of the nuclei appears
in addition. The last term in Eq. (8) is the direct contribution from the excluded volume. Because of this term,
as long as nuclei are present, the free-energy density goes to infinity when approaching saturation density (κ → 0).
Thus nuclei will always disappear before saturation density is reached. If no nuclei are present, we get the unmodified
RMF description, as it should be. The excluded volume correction of the nuclei represents a hard-core repulsion of
the nuclei at large densities close to saturation density. Similarly, the modification of the free energy of the unbound
nucleons is purely geometric and just describes that the nucleons fill only a fraction of the total volume.
Chemical equilibrium between nuclei and nucleons leads to
nA,Z = κ gA,Z(T )
(
MA,ZT
2π
)3/2
exp
(
(A− Z)µ0n + Zµ
0
p −MA,Z − E
Coul
A,Z − p
0
nucVA
T
)
, (10)
where VA = A/n
0
B is the volume of the nucleus. µ
0
n and µ
0
p, are the chemical potentials of the neutrons and protons,
respectively, and the symbol p0nuc denotes their summed pressure. These quantities are calculated with the relativistic
mean-field model for n′n and n
′
p. Explicit expressions are given e.g. in Ref. [2]. All thermodynamic quantities can be
derived consistently in the standard manner from the free energy; the results are given in Ref. [12]. We note that the
presented approach for the excluded volume corrections is thermodynamically fully consistent. It is also in agreement
with the work of Yudin [28], who studied excluded volume schemes in a rather general form.
µ0n, µ
0
p, and p
0
nuc contain the RMF interactions of the nucleons. As they appear in Eq. (10) the interactions of the
free nucleons are coupled to the contribution of the nuclei. Nuclei are influenced by the mean field of the nucleons.
However, in contrast to the generalized RMF model of Typel et al. [2], which we will present in the next section, the
bound nucleons do not contribute to the source term of the meson fields, so nuclei do not give a contribution to the
mean field. Furthermore, the mutual counteracting in-medium self-energy and the Pauli blocking shifts of the light
clusters do not appear. In the ExV model the Mott effect and the dissolution of clusters at large densities is mimicked
only by the excluded volume corrections.
One can use also a different value than saturation density for the nucleon density inside of nuclei. It can be seen
as a free parameter of the model which determines the strength of the excluded volume effects. This parameter sets
the threshold density above which nuclei cannot exist any more. However, we found that other values do not give an
overall better agreement with the quantum models. Thus, here we only consider the most intuitive value n0B, i.e. the
saturation density of the DD2 parametrization.
5III. QUANTUM MANY-BODY MODELS
The generalized relativistic mean-field (gRMF) model has been introduced in Ref. [2]. The same parametrization
DD2 is applied as for the ExV model. In the gRMF model, in addition to the nucleons, the light clusters are included
as quasiparticles which contribute as sources for the meson fields. Like the nucleons, also the light clusters get a
mean-field self-energy leading to a reduced effective mass and medium shifts of the chemical potentials. However,
the light clusters are composite particles of nucleons. Thus, at large densities the light clusters do not behave as free
quasiparticles, but are influenced by the filled Fermi sea of nucleons. This effect is called Pauli blocking and leads to a
shift in the binding energies which cannot be described by the gRMF model itself. It is included as a density-dependent
part of the nuclear masses, which is taken from the quantum statistical (QS) model in parameterized form.
The QS model is described in detail in Refs. [15, 19]. It is based on the thermodynamic Green’s-function method
and uses an effective nucleon-nucleon interaction. Effects of the correlated medium such as Pauli blocking, Bose
enhancement, and self-energy are taken into account, leading, e.g., to the merging of bound states with the continuum
of scattering states with increasing density (the Mott effect). The nucleon self-energies in the QS model are evaluated
with the RMF model, neglecting the effect of cluster formation on the mean fields. Then the medium modifications
can be determined, such as the mass shift and the Mott densities, where the clusters get dissolved.
As an example, the alpha particle is considered. From a Green’s-function approach, we obtain the in-medium
four-particle wave equation
[Equ(1) + Equ(2) + Equ(3) + Equ(4)− Equα (P )]ψα,P (1, 2, 3, 4)
+
∑
p′
1
p′
2
[1− f˜(1)− f˜(2)]V (1, 2; 1′, 2′)ψα,P (1
′, 2′, 3, 4) + ...(permutations) = 0, (11)
where five additional interaction terms obtained from different pairings are not given explicitly. Similar equations hold
for A = 2, 3. The single-particle energies Equ(1) contain the self-energy shifts, given, e.g., by the RMF approach. The
Pauli blocking contains the phase-space occupation f˜(1). If we neglect correlations in the surroundings, the actual
phase-space occupation (momentum distribution) is replaced by a Fermi function, with a chemical potential that fits
the nucleon densities.
The binding-energy shift of the alpha particle
∆Equα (T, nB, Yp, P ) = E
qu
α (P )− E
(0)
α = ∆E
SE
α (P ) + ∆E
Coulomb
α (P ) + ∆E
Pauli
α (P ) (12)
with respect to the energy in the vacuum E
(0)
α , contains the self-energy shift due to the single-nucleon quasiparticle
energies ∆ESEα , the Coulomb shift ∆E
Coulomb
α , and the Pauli blocking shift ∆E
Pauli
α . The Pauli blocking shift is
relevant for the decrease of the binding energy of nuclei with increasing density. In general, the total binding-energy
shift depends on the center of mass momentum P of the nucleus with respect to the medium.
A parametrization of the shifts of the in-medium binding energies is given in Ref. [2]. We use here the more recent
parametrization [19] for the QS calculations. The results are nearly identical with the results of the QS calculation
shown in Ref. [2]. To evaluate the composition, in the QS calculation also the continuum contributions have been
included. In this way the virial EOS is reproduced in the low-density limit. For the single-nucleon quasiparticle shift,
the DD2 parametrization was applied to get the same behavior near saturation density as in the ExV and gRMF
calculations.
IV. COMPARISON OF RESULTS
In the following we will compare the results for the three models ExV, gRMF, and QS, for symmetric nuclear matter
at three different temperatures. For this comparison we will first only consider nucleons and light clusters with A ≤ 4,
which are also used in Ref. [2], i.e. neutrons, protons, deuterons 2H, tritons 3H, helions 3He, and alpha particles 4He.
To investigate the role of heavier clusters, we will then include all available nuclei in the ExV model. Finally we will
study the role of excited states, by also considering the internal partition function in ExV as presented in Sec. II.
Figure 1 shows the comparison of the composition for T = 4 MeV. Let us first focus on the calculations without
heavy nuclei, i.e. the thick lines. The results with heavy nuclei (thin dashed and dotted lines) will be discussed later.
We depict the mass fractions Xi = Aini/nB, i ∈ {p, d, h, t, α}, of protons, deuterons, helions, tritons, and alphas.
We note that the fraction of tritons Xt is almost equal to the helion fraction Xh, because they are isospin partners,
and we are investigating symmetric nuclear matter. The only differences arise due to the electron screening of the
Coulomb interaction and the mass difference. Similarly, the mass fraction of unbound neutrons (which is not shown)
is almost equal to the unbound proton fraction Xp. Up to nB ∼ 10
−3 fm−3 the predictions of the different models
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FIG. 1: The mass fractions of protons, deuterons, helions, tritons, and alphas, and the mass fraction X ′, defined by Eq. (13),
for symmetric nuclear matter at T = 4 MeV. The results of the generalized relativistic mean-field model gRMF and of the
quantum statistical model QS from Ref. [2] are compared to the excluded volume model ExV [12]. “ExV, LC” shows the results
if only the same light clusters with A ≤ 4 as in Ref. [2] are considered and no excited states are taken into account. For “ExV,
all” all available nuclei are used. “ExV, all, g(T)” also takes all available nuclei into account, but this time with the internal
partition function of excited states. The vertical gray lines show the density where the fraction X ′ > 0.1 for “ExV, all, g(T).”
for the composition agree with each other. Pronounced differences occur at larger densities. In the QS and gRMF
model above the Mott densities, the light clusters start to dissolve due to the Pauli blocking. The binding energies of
the light clusters are reduced gradually with density, which leads to an increasing fraction of unbound protons above
nB ∼ 5 × 10
−3 fm−3. Conversely, in the ExV model, the proton fraction decreases and the total fraction of light
clusters increases until nB ∼ 0.036 fm
−3, where a sudden turnover in the composition appears. The two quantum
many-body models do not show this behavior. They exhibit a more continuous change of the particle fractions and
are rather similar. Still they have different features in detail, like e.g. in the QS model the sinous behavior of some of
the mass fractions and larger densities at which the clusters disappear.
The excluded volume approach gives a crude representation of the cluster dissolution at this moderate temperature.
However, it is enlightening to study the results of the ExV model if heavy nuclei are taken into account, depicted by
the thin black lines, where the dashed lines include excited states and the dotted do not. At this moderate temperature
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FIG. 2: The free energy per baryon and internal energy per baryon with respect to the averaged rest mass of neutrons and
protons at T = 4 MeV. Otherwise, notation is as in Fig. 1.
excited states have only a small impact on the composition. In the lower right panel of Fig. 1 we show the sum of the
mass fraction
X ′ = 1−Xn −Xp −Xd −Xh −Xt −Xα (13)
of all nuclei which are not included in the quantum many-body models (i.e. heavy nuclei with A > 4), but in the
ExV model with binding energies using the data base of Audi et al. [21] and the FRDM mass table [22]. One sees
that light clusters are actually replaced by heavy nuclei already at intermediate densities. X ′ exceeds 0.1 for densities
larger than 1.4 × 10−3 fm−3, shown by the vertical lines in Figs. 1 and 2. X ′ gets even larger than 0.9 for densities
above 0.016 fm−3. Thus the differences which are seen at such large densities in the comparison for A ≤ 4 are not
very significant, because the composition is dominated by heavy nuclei there. The fraction of light clusters is reduced
considerably by the appearance of heavy nuclei, before the Mott densities are reached.
For helions and tritons the heavy nuclei lead to an interesting effect. At low densities, where no heavy nuclei
exist, the triton fraction is larger than the the helion fraction because of the larger binding energy. However, at
densities larger than ∼ 10−3 fm−3, when the heavy nuclei appear, the triton fraction decreases faster than the helion
fraction. Heavy nuclei tend to be asymmetric because of the Coulomb energy. When they give the main contribution
to the composition, it is favorable to absorb neutrons from light clusters. We note that the same effect occurs for the
unbound neutrons, which is reduced compared to the unbound proton fraction.
In Fig. 2 we show the free energy per baryon f/nB and the internal energy per baryon ǫ/nB for the different
calculations. We subtract the rest mass m0 = 1/2(mn +mp), corresponding to a proton fraction of 0.5. The free-
energy density f of the ExV model is specified in Eq. (8), and the internal energy density ǫ is given in Ref. [12]. The
corresponding detailed expressions for the quantities of the quantum many-body models can be found in Ref. [2]. First
we discuss the results of Fig. 2, for which only light nuclei are taken into account. Up to the density of nB ∼ 10
−3
fm−3, where the composition of the three different models still agrees, also the displayed thermodynamic variables
behave still similarly. At larger densities, even though there is a better agreement for the composition between the
QS and the gRMF model, the internal energy of QS is more similar to the ExV model. One reason for the difference
between the QS and gRMF models is that the back reaction of the change in the binding energies on the mean fields,
mediated by additional rearrangement contributions, is considered in the latter approach. In the QS calculation, the
self-energy shifts are taken from the RMF calculation in a parametrized form for pure neutron-proton matter. The
free energy of the ExV model without heavy nuclei remains between the two quantum many-body models. One can
conclude, that a similar behavior of the composition does not imply in general that other thermodynamic quantities
also behave similarly.
The internal energy and free energy of the ExV model change significantly, if heavy nuclei are included, whereas
excited states play only a minor role. Deviations due to heavy nuclei appear above nB ∼ 10
−3 fm−3 and become
as large as the differences between the QS and gRMF models. It is expected, that also the predictions of the QS
and gRMF models for the internal and free energies will be modified considerably if heavy nuclei are taken into
consideration in these approaches. However, if we restrict the comparison of the three models to densities below the
value shown by the vertical lines, there is an excellent agreement of all three models. When uniform nuclear matter
is reached, the three EOSs give identical results, as they are built from the same RMF parametrization DD2.
Figure 3 shows the composition of matter for the three models at T = 10 MeV. Again, we first discuss the results
where only light nuclei with A ≤ 4 are considered. There is no sudden turnover of the composition in the ExV
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FIG. 3: As in Fig. 1, but now for T = 10 MeV.
model any more, but the clusters dissolve in a continuous way. At this temperature the composition of the ExV
model agrees much better with the two quantum models. The maximum deuteron and alpha-particle fractions lie
between the results of gRMF and QS, and the maximum helion and triton fractions are almost the same as in the
QS model. The total cluster fraction of ExV is always close to the two other models, as can be seen from the proton
fraction. The densities at which the light clusters disappear completely are slightly larger in the ExV model. In
Fig. 3 one sees clearly that the deuteron fraction of QS is slightly reduced, even at very low densities. This is due to
the more elaborated treatment of the deuterons in the QS model, in which its continuum contributions are correctly
subtracted. Overall the differences of the two quantum models are of similar sizez as the differences to the ExV model.
Thus we can conclude that the ExV model mimics the quantum medium effects reasonably well at T = 10 MeV.
We explain the better agreement at large temperatures by the following aspects. First, the unbound nucleon density
is in general larger at larger temperatures, and clusters appear with lower fractions. This is a trivial reason for the
closer similarity. Second, the excluded volume corrections give a contribution to the free-energy density proportional
to T ln(κ) [see Eq. (8)]. Thus the excluded volume has a larger effect at larger temperatures. On the other hand, also
the Pauli-blocking gets weaker at larger temperatures.
The free energy and the internal energy of the models at T = 10 MeV are compared in Fig. 4. One sees that the
ExV model with only light clusters is now closer to the gRMF than to the QS model. However, compared to both
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FIG. 4: As in Fig. 2, but now for T = 10 MeV.
of the two models, the free and internal energies are increased in the ExV model at almost all densities, even though
the composition is similar. As noted before, the contribution to the free energy which originates directly from the
excluded volume is proportional to T and leads to an increase of the free energy. However, the excluded volume does
not give a direct contribution to the energy density, which is also increased. We have a possible explanation for the
observed differences. Regarding the mean field, there are important conceptual differences in the three models: In QS
and gRMF all nucleons (bound in clusters and unbound) contribute as sources for the meson fields. Furthermore, the
light clusters are treated as quasi-particles and acquire a mean-field self-energy. These effects are absent in the ExV
model, where the mean field is given only by the unbound nucleons because the interacting nucleons are assumed to
be outside of the light clusters. There is no attraction acting on nuclei, but only the hard-core repulsion.
In the ExV calculation with all nuclei but without excited states (dotted thin black lines in Figs. 3 and 4), one
finds that the heavy nuclei for T = 10 MeV are not as important as for T = 4 MeV and that they appear at larger
densities. The maximum fractions of the light clusters are reduced only slightly and the transition density to pure
nucleon matter remains similar. Here the tritons and helions behave similarly, and the effect of the heavy nuclei
observed in Fig. 1 is absent. At T = 10 MeV the inclusion of excited states (dashed thin black lines in Figs. 3 and
4) has a noticeable effect on the EOS and the composition. The formation of heavy nuclei is statistically favored
because of the large number of accessible internal states. Their mass fraction exceeds 0.1 at nB ∼ 0.013 fm
−3 and
the maximum mass fraction is ∼ 0.55 at nB ∼ 0.052 fm
−3. The internal partition function acts differently on the
abundances of the light clusters as can be seen by comparing the dotted with the dashed thin black line in Fig. 3: the
alpha-particle fraction is increased most and the deuterons, on the other hand, show no visible change. The deuteron
is only very weakly bound with no bound excited state. Thus the internal partition function remains small, in contrast
to the much more strongly bound alpha particle with a high cutoff for the maximum excitation energy. This increase
of the alpha-particle fraction is also present at very low densities. These results might appear surprising, as the first
excited state of the alpha particle lies above 20 MeV. However, we also calculated the internal partition function of
the alpha particle using only the known excited states and found that the expression of Eq. (2) even underestimates
the role of excited states of the alpha particle for the temperatures investigated in this article. In total there are 15
excited states between 20 and 30 MeV, with spins of 0, 1, or 2 [29], summing up to a notable contribution.
Similar as for T = 4 MeV, the different models give different results for densities larger than ∼ 10−3 fm−3. Even
if we restrict the comparison of the three models with only light nuclei at T = 10 MeV to densities to the left of the
vertical lines, where heavy nuclei are not dominant, we still observe some model dependency. Heavy nuclei appear
at larger densities than at T = 4 MeV, so that the different predictions for light clusters of the three models become
relevant. For example, as depicted in Fig. 4, the free energy per baryon differs up to a few MeV, and the internal
energy per baryon differs up to 5 MeV. The mass fractions of alphas and deuterons can be almost one order of
magnitude different, when reaching the vertical line.
For T = 20 MeV, which is shown in Fig. 5, the composition of the ExV model evolves similarly with the density
when compared with the results of the gRMF and QS models. The maximum mass fractions and the densities at which
the single clusters disappear are in a similar range. This supports the conclusion about the effects of temperature
which we have drawn before. The reduced deuteron fraction in the QS model, in particular at low densities, is now
even more pronounced. As mentioned before, it is due to the more elaborated treatment of the continuum states. The
gRMF model, however, shows an increased deuteron fraction as compared to the other approaches at higher densities
before the deuteron dissolves. Correspondingly, the proton fraction is reduced. There are important differences in
the EOS, which is shown in Fig. 6, for densities where light clusters appear in large concentrations. All three models
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FIG. 5: As in Fig. 1, but now for T = 20 MeV.
exhibit rather different behaviors of the energies per nucleon. The ExV model gives the largest energy and free energy,
as for T = 10 MeV. One also finds that the QS model gives a significantly reduced internal energy compared to the
other two models close to saturation density. Fig. 5 shows that heavy nuclei play only a limited role at T = 20 MeV,
as there are only small differences between the solid and the dotted black lines. If internal excitations of the nuclei
are considered in the partition function (dashed black lines) the mass fraction of heavy nuclei increases above 0.1 at
nB ∼ 0.069 fm
−3, but only in a narrow density region. Again, the alpha particles profit the most from the inclusion of
the excited states, as their cutoff energy is very large. We remark that the direct contribution of the internal partition
function to the EOS (e.g., to the internal energy) is rather small. This is not the case, if no cutoff in the integral for
the excited states was used: then arbitrary large excitation energies would give a contribution to the energy density,
which would therefore increase with increasing temperature to unphysically large values.
Restricting the comparison of the light cluster models for T = 20 MeV to the left of the vertical lines, there are
pronounced differences for the three models, due to the large densities involved. In the composition, the largest
differences are found between gRMF and QS. For the shown thermodynamic EOS variables, gRMF and ExV give the
most different results, deviating from each other up to 10 MeV for the free energy and 5 MeV for the internal energy.
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V. CONCLUSIONS
To include cluster formation in the nuclear matter equation of state, medium effects have to be considered that
suppress the abundances of light nuclei when the baryon density approaches the saturation value. Basically, within a
quantum statistical approach, Pauli blocking as the consequence of anti-symmetrization of fermionic wave functions
is responsible for this suppression. Also well known from atomic physics, the Pauli principle between fermions can
be considered as repulsion that is depicted by the excluded volume concept. The excluded volume is an empirical
parameter that, in simplest approximation, does not depend on other parameter values such as density or temperature.
This concept is well proven to derive thermodynamic properties like the Van der Waals EOS. We investigate the
inclusion of medium effects to derive the nuclear matter EOS with cluster formation by considering three different
approaches: the excluded volume (ExV) approach, the quantum statistical approach based on many-particle theory,
and the more challenging generalized relativistic mean-field approach which starts from an effective Lagrangian, but
superimposes cluster formation as a first step in a semi-empirical way.
For the composition of dense matter with only light clusters, we conclude that the excluded volume description
can imitate the complicated quantum medium effects relatively well at high temperatures. Similar mass fractions
are reached and the dissolution of light clusters happens at similar densities as in the two quantum many-body
approaches. In contrast, at low temperatures the ExV model behaves very similar to an ideal gas and thus shows
crucial deviations. The better agreement at larger temperatures could partly be due to the excluded volume term
in the free-energy density, which is proportional to T [see Eq. (8)], and the reduced Pauli blocking. However, if
one also considers the results from the ExV model with heavy nuclei, one arrives at partly different conclusions. If
the comparison of the three light cluster models is restricted to densities where the mass fraction of heavy nuclei is
below 0.1, the three models agree very well at low temperatures. The previously mentioned crucial deviations of the
ExV model at low temperatures are not relevant, because they occur at densities where the composition is actually
dominated by heavy nuclei. For larger temperatures heavy nuclei appear at larger densities, so that the slightly
different model predictions for light clusters are relevant for the full composition. Further uncertainty may come from
the inclusion of excited states which were seen to have a notable effect at large temperatures.
For the EOS, i.e. the internal and free energy per baryon which were investigated here, we found that in general it is
not possible to correlate thermodynamic variables like the energy density directly with the composition. Even if two
different models show a very similar density dependence of the composition, the EOS can be notably different. For
example, there seems to be a systematic over-prediction of the internal and free energy with the ExV model despite
the good agreement for the mass fractions with the quantum many-body models at large temperatures. We explained
the increased energies by the missing mean-field contribution of light nuclei in the ExV model. The free energy per
baryon and internal energy per baryon, respectively, differ for the three models by up to 10 and 5 MeV, respectively,
for the temperatures investigated here and in the density region where light clusters and nucleons give the dominant
contribution.
Although the overall behavior of the mass fractions of light elements agrees reasonably well for the three approaches
investigated here, mass fractions of individual light clusters can differ considerably. The accuracy to determine mass
fractions is related to the approximations treating the many-particle problem, which become more intricate near the
region where the bound states disappear. Obviously, due to its phenomenological character, the excluded volume
concept can always only mimic the true quantum effects. A more sophisticated quantum statistical approach has to
reproduce not only the nuclear statistical equilibrium in the low-density limit, but also the virial expansion. Therefore
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the account of the contribution of continuum states, included in the QS calculations, is essential, in particular at
higher temperatures. Furthermore, for the calculation of the mean fields instead of the approximation of uncorrelated
nucleons, correlations have to be included in a self-consistent way (see [15]). Future progress in many-particle theory
would improve the accuracy to determine compositions or, more fundamentally, the spectral function at higher
densities.
For a more proper comparison with the ExV approach, the contribution of heavy nuclei needs to be considered in
the more sound but also more complicated quantum many-body models. However, the results of the ExV approach
for light clusters are in satisfactory agreement with the other models. It is promising to continue the investigations of
the role of light clusters in core-collapse supernovae and other dynamical astrophysical environments, mentioned in
the introduction, e.g., with one of the three models presented here. We conclude that the excluded volume description
could be used for such studies to identify the principle effects of the light clusters, followed up with more elaborated
models like the quantum many-body models investigated here.
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